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Research has demonstrated that engineering undergraduates report rates of cheating higher than 
those in most other disciplines, and that students who cheat in college are more likely to make 
unethical decisions as professionals.  To  explore the relationship  between  academic and 
professional ethical behavior,  the authors launched  the Work  Experience Study (WES) that 
examines students' decision­making processes in situations where they are tempted to engage in 
unethical behavior in  academic and  professional settings.  The population  sampled  for WES 
includes engineering undergraduates with  substantial work  experience in engineering. Such  a 
sampling strategy enables us to make comparisons between academic and work­place scenarios 
based on responses that are both contemporary and relevant. 
Previously the authors presented  findings from the study which  suggest that individuals who 
reported  cheating in  high  school were much more likely to  do  so  in  college and  in  the work­
place, as compared to those who indicated they had not cheated in high school.  In addition, these 
findings identified  similarities between  the pressures to  cheat reported  by students for an 
academic scenario and a work­place scenario.  This paper focuses on the interaction of several 
variables involved  in  this decision,  including prior engagement in  academic dishonesty,  the 
perception of unethical behavior among one’s peers,  the context of the unethical behavior, and 
the frequency with which respondents are tempted to engage in unethical behavior.  The results 
suggest that while there are many similarities in  the decision­making processes involved at the 
academic and  professional level,  there are also  substantial differences in  both  the nature and 
magnitude of the relationships between predictor variables.  Such a finding points to the need for 
further research  into  developing a better understanding of the complex interplay of 










































                          
                               
                          
                     











































































Figure 1: Conceptual overview of Work Experience Study. The dependent variable (decision to 
engage in unethical behavior) is shown in a rounded box while the predictor variables are shown 
in square boxes. Solid arrows represent direct relationships between predictor variables and the 
dependent variable. Dashed arrows represent secondary relationships between predictor variables. 







































































secondary relationships are shown by dashed arrows in Figure 1.  Finally, the setting for the 




















their lack of experience in college and workplace settings, first year students were not included 
in the sample.  Participants reported working full­time an average of 6.8 months (σ = 3.0) during 




























































experiencing when they recalled being tempted to cheat in a specific situation, the perception of 
peer unethical behavior, and the ultimate decision they made in this specific situation.  
The questionnaire was administered in select engineering classes to maximize the response rate 
(85.9%).   These classes were selected to produce a sample that excluded first year students, but 
still produced a wide sampling of the various engineering disciplines on campus.  To avoid 
7,8,9
potential underreporting due to social desirability bias , care was taken to develop protocols 
that assured respondent anonymity.  All survey administration protocols, and the questionnaire 
itself, were approved by an institutional review board for the behavioral sciences. 














ultimate decisions reported by study participants.  In the case of the college setting, 37.7% of the 






might consider cheating are exams and homework.  Results of the WES study indicate that less 



































































ethical decision making of individuals .  Respondents to the questionnaire were asked to 
indicate what percentage of their peers at college cheat and, similarly, what percentage of their 








decision to cheat (r=0.148, p=0.24).  This is not surprising considering that students perceive a 
lower level of perceived peer unethical behavior in the workplace setting despite reporting a 





were asked to indicate how frequently they felt a temptation to behave unethically during the 





























































conducted using the temptation index as a dummy variable.  In the case of the college setting a 
higher temptation index was significantly correlated to the decision to cheat (r=0.285, p<0.01).  
Increased temptation to behave unethically was even more strongly correlated to the decision to 












(r=0.332, p<0.001).  In the case of the workplace setting, however, the correlation between peer 
behavior and temptation was even stronger (r=0.414, p<0.001).  Given these relatively strong 
correlations for both settings it would seem that a perception of unethical behavior among one’s 
peers leads to a personal increased sensitivity to temptations to behave unethically. 











                                 
               
 
                       
           
               
             
             
             
             
             
 
                                 
             
 
                       
   
 
         
     
 
         
   
   
         
   
 
         
     
   
         
   
     
         
     
   











participants report being tempted most frequently to cheat on homework (m = 1.65 on five­point 





open­ended responses, the context of “falsifying records” was often seen by participants as 
padding expense accounts or time cards.  Due to sample size limitations, ANOVA could not be 
used to establish significant differences in these average scores. 
Table 1: Frequency of temptation to behave unethically in a college setting as a function of context 
Context 
Times Tempted to Cheat in Last Academic Term 
Never Once 2 – 5 Times 5 – 10 Times 10+ Times 
Homework 23.8% 17.7% 33.1% 14.6% 8.5% 
Test or quiz 43.1% 19.2% 29.2% 4.6% 1.5% 
Lab report 50.8% 12.3% 24.6% 6.2% 4.6% 
Computer program 60.0% 11.5% 16.9% 4.6% 3.8% 
Final exam 66.2% 16.9% 10.8% 2.3% 1.5% 
Term paper 71.5% 13.8% 10.0% 1.5% 1.5% 
Team project 78.5% 6.2% 9.2% 2.3% 1.5% 
Table 2: Frequency of temptation to behave unethically in a workplace setting as a function of context 
Context 
Times Tempted to Violate Workplace Policies Ever 
Never Once 2 – 5 Times 5 – 10 Times 10+ Times 
Falsify records 64.6% 6.9% 17.7% 2.3% 4.6% 
Lie about work 
quality 
78.5% 6.2% 6.2% 3.8% 1.5% 
Ignore product 
quality problems 
74.6% 6.9% 12.3% 1.5% 0.8% 
Ignore safety 
problems 
81.5% 7.7% 5.4% 1.5% 0.0% 
Take credit for 
others work 
86.9% 4.6% 3.8% 0.8% 0.0% 
Accept improper 
gifts from vendors 
85.4% 5.4% 4.6% 0.8% 0.0% 
Improper use of 
company resources 
47.7% 13.8% 24.6% 2.3% 6.2% 
The final observed secondary relationship is that between the reported pressures and hesitations 
that participants reported and the frequency of temptation (Relationship #8 in Figure 1) as 
measured by the temptation index.  The pressures and hesitations reported by participants were 

















                         
           
 
       
 
       
 
           
                 
           
                   
               
                   
                 
               
               
                 
                   
                  
            












.  Table 3 presents the average temptation index for each of 
the 14 identified pressures to cheat reported by students.  The data presented in this table 






Perhaps more interesting are the findings that not all reported pressures to cheat had the same 
average temptation index.  Students who reported the pressures “cheating works”, “the material 
was too hard” and “grade pressure” reported the highest average temptation index.  These 
pressure themes might be reflective of students who are more “grade­oriented” than their peers, 
seeing grades as the ultimate purpose of college.  This contrasts with those pressures with lower 
average temptation indices, such as “lack of motivation”, “it’s not cheating” and “others needed 
my help”, which are not as easily linked to a grade­oriented disposition. 
Table 3: Temptation index for the college setting as a function of the 
reported pressures and hesitations to cheat. 
Pressure to Cheat Temptations 
Index 
Hesitation to Cheat Temptations 
Index 
Cheating works 9.29 No hesitations 11.64 
Material too hard 8.75 Fear of getting caught 8.60 
Grade Pressure 8.47 It’s wrong 7.40 
Lazy or procrastinated 7.14 Too hard or time consuming 6.00 
Everyone does it 7.00 Fear of sanctions 5.77 
Easy to cheat 6.89 Desire to do own work 5.69 
Not enough time 6.56 It’s against the rules 5.56 
Professor deserved it 6.50 Desire to learn 5.44 
Unprepared 6.00 Would lose respect of others 5.00 
Lack of motivation 5.88 Shame, conscience or guilt 4.95 
It’s not cheating 4.67 It won’t get you anything 0.50 
Others needed my help 4.00 Blank or unrelated 0.50 
Blank or unrelated 2.31 Undetermined 3.57 
Undetermined 5.75 

















         
 
                                 









                   
                           
                             
                                   
                       
                         
                     
               
                       
                     
                    
                         
                
           
               
           




















temptation index as it was for the college setting.  Instead the pressures “there would be negative 
consequences” or a “fear of getting caught” were associated with the greatest amount of 
temptation.  Again, it appears that external influences on the decision making process are related 
to individuals who are more sensitive to temptation. 
Table 4: Reported number of temptations to violate work place policies in a professional setting as a 
function of the reported pressures to violate work place policies. 








Everyone does it 7.75 There would be negative consequences 10.00 
I wanted to seem better than I was 6.20 Fear of getting caught 8.33 
Someone told me to do it 6.00 Would require more work or money later 6.33 
It’s easy or easy to get away with 5.67 I might be fired or get in trouble 4.63 
Wanted to avoid conflict with others 5.33 Could affect product quality 4.50 
Didn’t want to put forth the effort 4.75 Personal standards of pride/integrity 3.91 
Others needed my help 4.00 Would lose respect of others 3.60 
No one would care 4.00 No hesitations 3.36 
Lack of resources to do job 3.86 Shame, conscience or guilt 3.00 
The company deserved it 3.43 Is or could be illegal 2.33 
Not confident in my abilities 3.33 It is wrong 1.82 
I didn’t know it was wrong 3.00 Work had to get done 1.00 
Inconsequential, seemed harmless 2.67 Blank or unrelated 3.60 
I wanted/needed it 2.63 Undetermined 2.42 
None or it isn’t wrong 2.00 







































































































































                               





college setting.  Here we might argue that since the workplace represents a setting with more 
serious consequences for unethical behavior (at least as perceived by the participants), only those 









reported experiencing different amounts of temptation to behave unethically depending on the 
context.  Certainly we can hypothesize as to why specific contexts may have more influence; 
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